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Since  2000,  some  750,000  migrants  from  211  countries  have  come  to  Ireland.  In 
spite  of  the  strongly  transformative  nature  of  this  influx  and  the  hugely  positive 
contribution migrants have played in the Irish economy and society over this period 
of  time,  there  is  little  recognition  in  public  debate  of  the  permanent  nature  of 
immigration,  nor  acknowledgement  of  its  value.  The  stance  of  the  Irish media  on 
migration can be viewed as largely negative, focusing, on the one hand, on issues of 
control  and  security  and,  on  the  other,  generally  portraying  immigrants  as  either 





reform measures  such as  the National Action Plan Against Racism  in  Ireland 2005‐
2008,  the  forthcoming  Immigration,  Residence  and  Protection  Bill  and  the 











and  strengthen  the  communications  strategies  of  NGOs  who work  in  the migrant 
sector. Launched in Ireland in 2007, FOMACS is based in the Centre for Transcultural 
Research  and  Media  Practice  at  the  Dublin  Institute  of  Technology  and  works  in 





produce  and  disseminate  communications  products  which  NGOs  use  to  influence 
public  opinion  and  immigration  policy  positively.  To  date,  FOMACS  has  produced 
over 30 different products, as well as syndicating approximately 50 articles or whole 
supplements  into  print  media  across  Ireland  and  other  parts  of  the  world,  and 
hosted a range of events at which its output has been discussed. 
 







FOMACS was  conceived  as  a  unique  resource  that would  create  opportunities  for 
relationship  building  between  NGOs  operating  in  the  migrant  sector  and  support 
them  as  they  advocated  for  change.  In  its  practical  work,  FOMACS  supports  the 
collaboration of people of different ethnic backgrounds at  the cutting edge of new 
media and communications concepts. Key words that have been used to describe its 







• Documenting  the  rich  and  diverse  contributions  that  immigrants  make  to 
Irish cultural, social, political and economic life; 
• Exploring  everyday  challenges  facing  immigrant  families  and manifestations 
of racism through exploitation, prejudice and intolerance; and, 
• Highlighting  categorical  differences  between  refugees,  asylum  seekers  and 
migrant workers. 
 
Underlying  FOMACS  emergence  was  a  recognition  among  NGOs  that  a  more 
sophisticated  approach  to  addressing  media  and  communications  concerns  was 
needed in relation to: 




• Lack  of  thought‐out  ‘policy  solutions’  in  media  messages,  which  imply, 
unintentionally,  a  constant  stream  of  oppositional  discourse  and  perpetuate 
the ‘them’ and ‘us’ dichotomy. 
  
The  original  intention  was  that  immigrants  would  work  with  FOMACS  partner 
organisations to shape content for campaigns focused on two distinct migrant policy 
issues  –  family  reunification  and  irregular/undocumented  migration.  However,  it 
soon  became  clear  that  the  needs  of  NGOs  in  their  advocacy  activities  required  a 




and  can  be  witnessed  in  strengthened  staff  capacity  for  media  engagement,  IT 























In  this  context,  FOMACS  does  not  take  the  relationship  between  advocacy, 
communications and language for granted and, in all  its activities, programmes and 
forums,  a  questioning,  self‐reflective  approach  is  evident. Open  questions  include, 







































• The British Council, which  is partnering with FOMACS on  the  ‘Learning  Lab’ 
project; 
• The  Goethe‐Institut  Dublin,  Instituto  Cervantes,  Alliance  Française  and  the 
Austrian  Embassy.  These  organisations  form  part  of  EUNIC  Dublin  and 




context  of  its  primary  schools  project  (animation  and  learning  resource)  in 
addition  to  its  film  education  programme  for  junior  and  senior  secondary 
school cycle; and 
• The  Young  European  Filmmakers  Forum  for  Cultural  Diversity  (Yeff!),  for 
which FOMACS is now the national coordinator in Ireland.  



























sector  with  an  opportunity  to  access  media  and  communications  expertise  and 
training  with  a  direct  value  to  building  their  knowledge  base  and  organisational 
capacity.  NGO  partners  have  enhanced  their  media  spokesperson  skills, 
strengthened  the  communication  components  of  their  campaign  strategies  and 
improved their media literacy. Operating within an inclusive, transcultural paradigm, 
FOMACS’s  collaborative  approach  has  also  found  expression  through  a  variety  of 






• A  strongly  collaborative  approach  to  origination, 
production  and  curation,  involving  migrants  and  key 
NGO partners active in the migrant sector;  
• An inclusive approach to communication;  
• A  research‐based  outlook  on  identity,  social  cohesion, 
gender and other  factors  that  impact on perceptions of 
difference, migration and marginalisation; and  





One of  the  strengths  of  FOMACS’  collaborative  approach  is  its 
ability to put its partners in touch with new audiences and new 
users of their media products beyond their own constituencies, 
a process  that  can,  in  itself,  revitalise communication activities 
with a new sense of purposefulness.  
 
FOMACS  collaborative  approach  to  interactions,  projects,  productions,  events,  and 
operations  has  also  created  ‘learning  communities’,  fluid  groupings  that  form 
around  specific  FOMACS projects  and  activities.  Learning  communities  provide  the 
opportunity  for  mediated  engagement  in  which  people  are  able  to  discuss  their 






























traditionally  be  called  the  ‘human  rights’  sector,  attracting  a  diverse  groups  of 
stakeholders  into  its  operational  framework,  including:  journalists;  immigrant  and 
non‐immigrant media makers;  immigrant communities;  social  innovators;  teachers; 
cultural  institutes;  curators;  architects  and  urban  planners;  academics;  actors; 









In  association with  EUNIC Dublin,  two  film  series  have been held,  entitled Moving 
Worlds:  Cinemas  of Migration.  These  have  targeted  diverse  audiences,  seeking  to 
reach  ‘the  unconverted’  in  an  effort  to  change  public  perceptions  of  immigrants. 




FOMACS  is  a  partner  in  the  European  Programme  on  Integration  and  Migration 
(EPIM) Project: ‘Migrants and the Media’, and as its contribution to this initiative has 
launched a radio mentoring workshop entitled Having Your Voice Heard (see chapter 
four).  In  this  learning  community,  participants  learn  combined  skills  in  audio  and 
documentary production.  
 
FOMACS  has  also  embarked  on  the  ‘Learning  Lab:  Identities  and  Social  Justice’ 
initiative  in  association  with  the  British  Council.  The  project  identifies  lab  leaders 









Cultural  institutions  such  as  the  Goethe  and  Cervantes  have  commented  on  the 







Frank  Sharry,  Executive  Director  of  America’s  Voice,  describes  three  types  of 
audiences  that  can  be  reached with  effective media  communication  on migration 
issues:  supporters,  sceptics  and  opponents.  He  argues  that  the  goal  of  effective 
media communication  is  to  ‘change supporters  into champions,  to change sceptics 
into supporters and to demoralise opponents’.  
 
FOMACS  Director  Áine  O’Brien  identifies  collaboration  with  media 





However,  public  broadcasting  and  print  remain  key mechanisms  through 
which FOMACS productions can reach large audiences. By 2008/9, prior to 
entering  its curation phase, FOMACS had already reached a viewership of 
approximately  two  million  through  RTÉ  television  broadcasts  of  The 
Richness  of  Change  and  a  readership  of  over  40,000  on  seven  different 










through  the  Irish  Film  Institute’s  ‘Education  and  Access’  nationwide 
programme; and, 





been  drawn  into  screenings,  film  festivals  and 
photographic  exhibitions.  In  addition,  the  FOMACS 
outreach  strategy  involves  primary  school  students  in 
discussions  about  the  migration  issues  raised  in  the 
Abbi’s Circle animation with  the  support of  the  learning 
packs  distributed  to  date.  This  initiative  is  now  actively 
targeting teacher training institutions in order to prepare 
teachers  to  use  the  material  effectively  in  their 
classrooms.  
 
“Regardless of how 
‘participatory’ the media 
production was/is in its 
design and scope, the real 
and urgent task of opening 
up diverse public spaces for 
transcultural dialogue and 
‘political listening’ to unfold 
is all too often easier to 
negotiate in theory than in 
practice.” 
- Grossman & O’Brien 
(2010) 
“The Memory Box contains 
child friendly and teacher-friendly 
material on subjects which are of 
critical importance in Ireland 
today. . . It will be a welcome 
addition to every teacher’s 
portfolio of materials for 
intercultural education in the 
primary school classroom” 




‘The  extraordinary  continuing  absence  of  non‐white,  non‐Irish  practitioners  in 
virtually all  Irish media’, noted by researchers Browne & Onyejelem,  is a significant 
feature of  the current mass‐media  landscape. While entry  to employment  is partly 
dependent on professional training in media practice, ‘the Irish media environment 
… does often operate on the basis of close‐knit and long‐established social networks’ 
that  constrain  the  entry  of  skilled  migrants  into  public  and  community  media. 
Further constraints have been identified in the discourse, production and content of 
mainstream media messages about immigrants. Devereux and Breen argue that ‘the 
problematising  of  immigrants  [in  terms  of  crime  or  welfare  fraud,  for  example] 
within  Irish  media  discourse  conforms  to  the  wider  tendency  of  the  mainstream 
media always to demonise the most marginalised in society.’ 
 
Compared with  the  other media, mainstream  print media  has  proved  to  be  fairly 
difficult  to  influence  in  respect  of  giving  voice  to  the  migrant  experience.  The 








a  process more  than  an  event,  and  there  are  few  ready‐made  networks  in 
place  between  the  journalists  and  the  immigrants  they’re  writing  about.  It 






In  comparison,  film,  radio  and  photography  are  not  subject  to  corporate  editorial 
protocol and producers, scriptwriters and photographers thus retain the freedom to 
use these mediums to explore human experience at will. New media is similarly not 
constrained  by  editorial  convention,  but  offers  significantly  more  flexibility  for 
widening  participation  in  the  production  process.  Subject  to  the  resources  being 









For  audiences,  there  may  be  risks  in  reaching  for  greater  awareness  and 
understanding  about  the  social  justice  issues  associated  with  migration.  Real 
 11 




The  implications  for  FOMACS  are  to  draw  on  its  collaborative  and  learning 
orientation  and  to  further  develop  the  concept  of  ‘learning  communities’  through 
which  ‘unconverted’  audiences  can  be  assisted  to  engage  with  new  ideas,  new 
messages and new perspectives on social justice issues. 
 







new  technologies  and  online  social movements  to  bring  social  justice  topics more 
squarely  into  public  view.  Resources  and  tools  could  be  provided  online  for 
communities  to  adopt  topics  about migration,  social  integration  and  social  justice, 
and  users  could  be  encouraged  to  act  as  advocates  for  this  content  within  their 





will  identify  target audiences and outlets,  functioning as a  live network  linking  into 




Similarly,  a  Social  Media  Digital  Advisory  Panel  will  advise  on  the  design  and 
sustainability  of  the  social  media  database,  comprising  experts  in  information 
architecture,  graphic  design,  engineering,  on‐line/viral  marketing  and  other  key 
areas.  
Such extensive  collaboration around outreach will  boost  FOMACS’ positioning  as  a 
communications  facilitator,  a  ‘think‐and‐do‐tank’  in  the  social  justice  field,  both  in 
Ireland and outside. The outreach process will contribute to building a brand that is 
valued and  trusted by diverse partners and associates,  and  this  in  itself will  play a 
major  role  in extending  the  reach of  such work  to a wider  range of  ‘unconverted’, 
‘disinterested  ‘and  ‘disbelieving’  audiences.  Over  time  this  could  help  achieve  a 





Social  documentary  is  the  foundation  of  FOMACS’  work  and  opens  up  media 
channels  and  platforms  for  immigrant  communities  to  express  themselves  and  be 
heard, using participatory media methods. For FOMACS, audiovisual media goes way 
beyond recording and observing human experience. It can generate new knowledge, 





social  documentaries  that  focus  on  despair,  hopelessness,  deprivation  and 
victimhood,  FOMACS  asserts  that  the  ways  in  which  people  surmount  significant 
obstacles is equally compelling. ‘Ethnography’ – the study of human lives as they are 




you  say;  it’s  about  how  you  say  it.’  This  creates  the  impetus  for  exploring  how 
language in the media is used to create reality vs. describing reality.  
 
In  many  cases,  the  chosen  medium  for  a  FOMACS  project  emerges  out  of  the 
specificity of a human story, its circumstances and particular concerns. For example, 
the  use  of  digital  storytelling  to  capture  migrants’  experience  of  living  in 
incarceration, with  the migrants  themselves being  the protagonists  in  their  stories, 
whilst protecting their identities.  
 
Another  defining  characteristic  of  FOMACS’  output  is  that,  while  it  has  a  point  of 










of  FOMACS  productions  viewed  by  migrants  themselves?  These  are  key  issues  of 
representation and authenticity at the heart of FOMACS’s media output.  
 







The  ‘criminalisation  of  the  illegal’;  ‘welfare  fraudster/scrounger’; 





‘Victimised’;  ‘deserving/  hard‐working/pays  taxes’;  ‘has  endured  a 





complexity  that  we  have  to  translate  and  communicate  to  a  range  of 
audiences.   
The reality of being undocumented must reflect not only individual experience, but 
should  reflect  the wider  context with which undocumented people  are  interacting 
daily.  It  also  involves  drawing  on  the  rich  experience  of  organisations,  legal 
practitioners, service providers, teachers and doctors who interact with and support 
undocumented workers, failed asylum seekers and their families. 
Taking  the  view  that  the  medium  serves  the  material  rather  than  the  other  way 




the  programme  mix  in  order  to  ensure  that  the  content  and  representation  is 
credible, authentic and relevant. In most cases, FOMACS has worked closely with its 
NGO  partners  to  source  migrant  participants  who  contribute  a  diversity  of 
perspectives  to  FOMACS  productions.  They  represent  the  experience  of  both men 
and women, and reflect the experience of non‐EU visa professionals as well as less‐
skilled  non‐EU  work  permit  holders.  Migrants  to  Ireland  have  also  contributed  to 







Many of  the migrants who have become  involved  in  FOMACS’ work  see particular 
value  in  the  way  FOMACS  productions  make  audiences  more  aware  of  the 
complexity of the migrant experience.  
 










It  will  enable  [migrants]  to  reflect  and  not  to  romanticise  [the  migration 





felt  it  was  a  waste  of  time  –  where  would  it  go?’  Nevertheless  she  believes  that 




our  experiences,  or  our  ideas  as  single  women,  fathers,  mothers,  Asian, 
African,  non‐English  speaking,  Christian  and  Muslim  people  living  in  direct 
provision centres across this country… 
 






migration  experiences  into  Ireland,  making  digitally  accessible  its  cross‐platform 




FOMACS  Director  Áine  O’Brien  describes  the  purpose  of  the  living  archive  as 
reaching and engaging unconverted audiences with material about sensitive  issues. 
By enabling people to identify with stories of the migrant experience, FOMACS aims 







international  networks  and  gives  users  access  to  FOMACS’  products,  introduces 







of  its  compiler,  FOMACS’  Contributing  Editor,  Colin  Murphy,  who  is  a  journalist 




Digital  storytelling  is  a  collaborative  and  interactive  process  of  creating  stories  in 
which  participants  can  reflect  on  their  experiences  and  engage  in  dialogue  with 
others.  Digital  storytelling  uses  a  classic  testimonial  approach.  At  its  heart  is  a 
workshop format and a creative process that takes place through the form of a story 
circle. Co‐facilitated and co‐authored to help participants share  their  stories,  it  is a 
process  that  can  uncover  stories  that  would  otherwise  be  left  untold.  From  the 





and  Living  in  Direct  Provision  (2009).  The  stories  can  be  used  as  a  means  to 
communicate with  family members across distances; analyse social  issues; develop 
educational  outreach;  advocate  for  policy  changes;  build  social  networks  and 
artistically express oneself in a way that underscores the vibrant and heterogeneous 
ways of living migration.  
According  to  participants  involved  the digital  storytelling  project,  the process  built 
their  confidence:  ‘Digital  storytelling  is  more  intense  than  ordinary  writing  and  it 
gave us the sense that if we could do this, we could do something more,’ said one of 




The  unique  potential  of  film  to  reach  a  wide  range  of  audiences  has  encouraged 




• Here  to  Stay  [2006,  72 min]  provides  an  intimate  portrait  of  Filipino  nurse 
Fidel Taguinod and poses a fundamental question regarding the promotional 
prospects of migrant nurses, working in the Irish healthcare service. Tracking 
the  mobilisation  of  the  Overseas  Nurses  Section  of  the  Irish  Nurses 
Organisation  (INO)  from  its  inception, with  Fidel  as President, Here To  Stay 
captures  the  evolution  of  political  process  over  time  as  well  as  depicting 
Fidel’s  managerial  competence,  his  working  relations  with  patients, 
consultants, and Irish and overseas nursing staff. 
 
• Union  Ink &  Paper  [2010]  follows  the  advocacy  of  Anton McCabe,  a  trade 
union activist  and  Labour Party  councillor, on behalf of  three South African 
meat  workers  trafficked  into  Ireland  by  an  industry  preoccupied  with  the 
 16 
short‐term  gains  of  cheap  labour  from  outside  the  EU.  Anton  helps  to 
regularise the status of these workers, stranded by their  Irish employer and 
‘undocumented’  through  no  fault  of  their  own,  offering  them  and  their 
families dignity and security.  
 
• Promise  and  Unrest  [2010,  95  min]  documents  the  experience  of  Noemi 
Barredo, separated from her daughter Gracelle at seven months. Filmed over 
a  five‐year  period, Promise  and Unrest is an  intimate portrayal  of  a migrant 
woman  performing  care  giving  and  long‐distance  motherhood,  while 




• The  Richness  of  Change  (2007)  is  a  series  of  one‐minute  films  used  to 
communicate the contributions that economic migrants are making through 
brief  snapshots  of  everyday  life.  They  were  broadcast  by  RTÉ  during 
intercultural week, 7‐14 April, 2008.  
 
• Sanctuary  (2009)  is  a  collection  of  24  ultra‐short  monologues  written  by 
people  who  have  sought  asylum  and  received  refuge  in  Ireland  and 






Memory  Box,  5  min,  2007;  Team  Spirit,  6  min,  2008  and New  Beginnings,  7  min, 
2009), which focuses on  immigrant  family reunification and foregrounds the voices 
of  children.  The  overall  aim  of  the  animation  project  combined  with  learning 




FOMACS  has  coined  the  term  ‘documation’  to  describe  the  creative  and  political 
interface  between  animation  and  documentary.  The  stories  cut  through  the 
intricacies  of  the  Irish  immigration  system  (where  to  go,  how  long  the  process  of 
family reunification takes) and are able to convey complex messages simply and with 





rarely  gets  told  and  cuts  through  the  notion  of  the  ‘other’.  In  all  three  episodes 





The  FOMACS  approach  to  the  series  is  well  captured  in  its  description  of  the 
productions aimed at children:  
 
In  order  to  reach  an  audience  of  9‐12  year  olds we decided  not  to  be  hard 
hitting,  since  we  didn’t  want  to  risk  losing  our  audience.  The  series  does, 
however,  place  narrative  agency  in  the  hands  of  young  children  and allows 
them  to  narrate  the  story  of  family  reunification.  The  learning  resource,  on 
the  other  hand,  works  across  the  primary  school  curriculum  and  uses 
accessible  language  to  communicate  the  issue  of  family  reunification  to 
teachers  in  the  classroom, working with  subject  headings  such  as,  ‘cultural 
diversity’,  ‘diversity  in  the  classroom’,  ‘family  reunification’,  ‘historical 




The  issue  of  language  is  also  addressed  in The Memory Box,  the  first  of  the  three 
films  in the Abbi’s Circle series. With primary school teachers noting that there is a 
dearth of resources incorporating the diversity of languages in any given classroom, 





The  FOMACS  photographic  projects  combine  documentary work with  life  histories 
























Working with  a  team  of  collaborating  photographers,  FOMACS  aims  to  produce  a 




Radio  is widely  consumed  in  Ireland and  is unique  in  its  ability  to  transmit diverse 
‘voices’ and ‘accents’ to a wide range of audiences and to simultaneously transport 
the  listener  into  different  places,  situations  and  stories.  FOMACS’s  first  foray  into 
radio  was  the  production  of  a  radio  programme  by  journalist,  Colin  Murphy,  on 
Ireland’s  local  elections  in  June  2009  in which  40  immigrants  stood  as  candidates. 
The programme was distributed as a podcast  for Le Monde  International, was also 




in  the  media  industry.  The  initiative 
provides  participants  with  the  tools 
and  training  to  create  radio  stories 




become  media  producers  so  as  to 
make media that better suit the needs 
and  aspirations  of  muticultural 
societies.  
Print  
FOMACS  has  utilised  print  media  in 
three different ways: 
• The  publication  of  seven 
supplements in Metro Éireann; 




• The  publication  of  educational 
guides to films, starting with the 
three‐part  animation  series 
called  Abbi’s  Circle,  targeting 



















































Since  the  establishment  of  FOMACS  in  2007, NGO partners  have  built  their media 
spokesperson skills, strengthened the communication components of their campaign 
strategies and improved their media literacy. Learning is a hallmark of the FOMACS 




Skills  transfer  has  been  focused  primarily  on  equipping  NGOs  working  in  the 
migration  sector  with  the  skills  for  more  effective  media  engagement.  The  key 
participants  have  been  the  five  NGOs  and  their  staff,  all  of  whom  are  located  in 
Dublin.  In  some  cases,  it  has  also  been  possible  to  involve member  organisations 









narrative.  ‘Let  out  the  emotion,’  he  says,  ‘get  command  of  your  anger  and 
communicate  your  experience  of  what  you  see.’  Sharry  reflects  on  the  ‘genuine 
openness’ in the workshops, with participants eager to try out new approaches. He 
plans  to  take  the  lessons  from  this  process  into  a  new  programme  that  is  being 











NGOs  could  strengthen  their  policy  influence  in  Ireland.  FOMACS  can 
credibly claim to impact on six of these areas: 
• Strengthening  the  input  from  migrants  and/or  individuals  to 
enhance  the  credibility  of  NGO  communication  with  policy 
“By working with FOMACS, ICI 
has acquired a greater 
understanding of visual literacy 
and how the different media 
formats (such as monologues, 
digital storytelling or 
photographic exhibitions) can be 
used to communicate difficult 
issues.”  
- Denise Charlton, CEO of the 




• Sharpening  media  communication  techniques  and  refining  campaign 
communication strategies; 
• Taking  up  opportunities  to  exert  influence  through  organisations  which  are 
working  in  other  sectors  and  can  help  influence  the  achievement  of  the 
objectives of the NGOs in the migrant sector; 
• Producing material for parliamentarians and other stakeholders that is concise, 
accessible and addresses  the  issues  in a way  that  is practically useful  for  the 
intended audiences; and, 










The  FOMACS  Programme  Forum  has  created  a  space  to  facilitate  insight  and 
information  sharing.  Partners  give  feedback  and  educative  input  into  the 
productions, and production staff feel their work is witnessed.  
 
Action‐reflection  is  further  supported  by  FOMAC’s  ‘action‐research’  dynamic. 
FOMAC’s  situation  both  within  and  yet  external  to  an  academic  environment  is 
critical  here.  FOMAC’s  lead  partner,  CTMP    provides  the  opportunity  to  relate 
community‐based  action  to  academic  discourse  and  theory.  In  this  context,  CTMP 
co‐director Dr  Alan Grossman  notes  that  the  value  of  FOMACS’  audiovisual media 
and social documentary practice is its potential to go far beyond simply documenting 
and  recording  the migrant  experience.  ‘It  offers  in  and of  itself  a  critical  discourse 
and  provides  a  means  through  which  one  can  critically,  constructively  and 

























Adding  value  by  signalling  new  directions  for  innovation,  and  deploying 







  Producing  insight  and  knowledge  as  part  of  media  planning,  origination,  













FOMACS  will  continue  to  deploy  and  evolve  cross‐media  communication  in  the 





Over  time,  FOMACS’  learning  communities  are  likely  to  draw  in  more  partners, 
contributing to an even richer and more diverse set of interests and specialist skills, 











We  are  living  in  an  interrelated  world  …The  lives  and  times  of  diverse  displaced 
persons, migrants,  refugees, nomads,  stateless persons, émigrés and exiles … are a 
complex issue of our time. … the communication media reconnect us to earlier places 
and  times,  connect  us  to  new  places  and  times,  and  help  us  re‐imagine  new 
possibilities. 
 
 
 
  
